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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention discloses an image sensor device and a
method for making an image sensor device. The image sensor
device includes an optical pixel and an electronic circuit. The
optical pixel includes: a substrate; an image sensor area
formed in the substrate; a masking layer formed above the
image sensor area, wherein the masking layer is formed dur-
ing a process for forming the electronic circuit; and a light
passage above the masking layer for increasing light sensing
ability of the image sensor area.

9 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets
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1
IMAGE SENSOR DEVICE AND METHOD
FOR MAKING SAME

CROSS REFERENCE

This application is a divisional application of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 12/818,378 (issued as U.S. Pat. No.
8,324,700) filed on Jun. 18, 2010 which claims benefit of
61/223,363 (filed Jul. 6, 2009), the contents of which are
herein incorporated by reference in their entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of Invention

The present invention relates to an image sensor device and
a method for making the image sensor device.

2. Description of Related Art

As shown in FIG. 1, typically, an image sensor device
includes optical pixels 100 and an electronic circuit 200,
wherein the electronic circuit 200 is made by a CMOS pro-
cess in most nowadays applications. FIGS. 2A-2D show, by
way of cross section diagrams, the steps for making a pixel:

Referring to FIG. 2A, an image sensor area 12 is formed in
asubstrate 11; and an oxide layer 134, a polysilicon layer 135,
and multiple dielectric layers 14 are formed thereabove
respectively. To match with the CMOS process, the oxide
layer 13a and the polysilicon layer 135 are preferably made of
materials the same as the gate dielectric layer and the gate
conductive layer for making the electronic circuit.

Referring to FIG. 2B, with the polysilicon layer 135 serv-
ing as an etch stop layer, an etch process is taken to etch the
dielectric layers 14, forming a light passage 15 above the
image sensor area 12. The light passage 15 helps to let more
light pass through and reach the image sensor area 12.

Referring to FIG. 2C, because the polysilicon layer 135 is
non-transparent, to increase the light sensitivity of the image
sensor area 12, the polysilicon layer 135 is removed. How-
ever, this etching process may damage the surface of the
image sensor area 12, degrading the image sensing capability
and accuracy of the device.

Referring to FIG. 2D, after the polysilicon layer 135 is
removed, a passivation layer 16 is provided to cover an upper
part of the topmost dielectric layer 14; next, a color filter layer
17 is formed above the passivation layer 16, and thereafter a
micro-lens layer 18 is formed above the color filter layer 17.

With respect to the light passage and the CMOS image
sensor, U.S. Pat. Nos. 6,861,686, 6,792,804; 7,205,623,
7,400,003; 7,462,507; 7,193,289; and U.S. publication No.
2007/0262366 disclose relevant technical details.

In FIGS. 2A-2D and the foregoing prior art citations, there
is a drawback that multiple etching processes damage the
surface of the image sensor area 12, degrading the image
sensing capability and accuracy of the device.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A first objective of the present invention is to provide an
image sensor device wherein the surface of an image sensor
area is protected so as to increase the image sensing capability
of the device.

Another objective of the present invention is to provide a
method for making the image sensor device.

In order to achieve the foregoing objectives, in one per-
spective of the present invention, it provides an image sensor
device comprising an optical pixel and an electronic circuit,
wherein the optical pixel comprises: a substrate; an image
sensor area formed in the substrate; a masking layer formed
above the image sensor area, wherein the masking layer is
formed during a process for forming the electronic circuit;
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and a light passage above the masking layer for increasing
light sensing ability of the image sensor area.

The foregoing image sensor device may further comprise:
apassivation layer on the light passage; a color filter layer on
the passivation layer; and a micro lens layer on the color filter.

In another perspective of the present invention, it provides
a method for making an image sensor device, comprising:
providing a substrate; forming an image sensor area in the
substrate; forming a masking layer above the image sensor
area; depositing a dielectric layer above the masking layer;
etching the dielectric layer until the masking layer, such that
alight passage is formed above the masking layer; and retain-
ing at least a part of the masking layer without removing it.

In the foregoing image sensor device and the method for
making it, the image sensor area can be a photo diode, or a
photo gate.

In the foregoing image sensor device and the method for
making it, the masking layer can be made of at least one of the
following materials: oxide, nitride, oxynitride, carbide, sili-
cate, aluminate, polysilicon, and metal.

In the foregoing image sensor device and the method for
making it, a middle layer can be provided between the image
sensor area and the masking layer, wherein the middle layer
can be made of at least one of the following materials: oxide,
nitride, oxynitride, carbide, silicate, and aluminate.

In the foregoing image sensor device and the method for
making it, the image sensor device can further comprise an
optical resonator in the light passage above the masking layer,
wherein the optical resonator for example can be a Fabry-
Perot resonator.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the optical
resonator includes an upper reflective layer and a lower
reflective layer, wherein the lower reflective layer is formed
by the masking layer, and the upper reflective layer is a
metal-containing layer.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the optical
resonator includes: a first metal-containing layer above the
masking layer; a first non-metal-containing layer above the
first metal-containing layer; a second metal-containing layer
above the first non-metal-containing layer; and a second non-
metal-containing layer above the second metal-containing
layer. In one embodiment, the optical resonator may further
include a third non-metal-containing layer between the mask-
ing layer and the first metal-containing layer.

In the foregoing embodiments, each metal-containing
layer can be made of at least one of the following materials:
gold, silver, titanium, tantalum, copper, aluminum, gold car-
bide, silver carbide, titanium carbide, tantalum carbide, cop-
per carbide, aluminum carbide, gold oxide, silver oxide, tita-
nium oxide, tantalum oxide, copper oxide, aluminum oxide,
gold nitride, silver nitride, titanium nitride, tantalum nitride,
copper nitride, and aluminum nitride.

In the foregoing embodiments, each non-metal-containing
layer can be made of at least one of the following materials:
oxide, nitride, oxynitride, and carbide.

The objectives, technical details, features, and effects of
the present invention will be better understood with regard to
the detailed description of the embodiments below, with ref-
erence to the drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 and FIGS. 2A-2D show the cross section diagrams
of a prior art image sensor device and its manufacturing
process.

FIGS. 3A-3C show the first embodiment of the present
invention.

FIGS. 4A-4D show the second embodiment of the present
invention.
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FIGS. 5A-5D show the third embodiment of the present
invention.

FIGS. 6 A-6D show the fourth embodiment of the present
invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The drawings as referred to throughout the description of
the present invention are for illustration only, to show the
interrelationships between the process steps and between the
layers, but not drawn according to actual scale.

The present invention has a feature that a masking layer is
formed on a surface of an image sensor area, but the masking
layer is not totally removed and remains in the image sensor
device; thereby, it saves an etching step and prevents the
surface of the image sensor device from being damaged by
multiple etchings. The masking layer is preferably a layer
required in a process for forming an electronic circuit, such as
agate dielectric layer, gate conductive layer, dielectric layer,
metal-containing layer, sacrificial layer, or etch stop layer. In
short, it is preferred that no additional deposition or etching
step is required for forming the masking layer.

The present invention has another feature that an optical
resonator for filtering light with a specific frequency is
formed above the image sensor area; the optical resonator is,
e.g., a Fabry-Perot resonator. The Fabry-Perot resonator may
use the above-mentioned masking layer as a lower reflective
layer, or use an additional layer formed above the masking
layer as the lower reflective layer, and another layer as an
upper reflective layer.

The following description will describe several embodi-
ments in order to better illustrate the structure and processes
of the present invention. Those skilled in this art can readily
conceive variations and modifications based on such disclo-
sure.

Please refer to FIGS. 3A-3C, which show the first embodi-
ment of the present invention. In this embodiment, a gate
dielectric layer 13a of the electronic circuit is used as the
masking layer of an optical pixel. As shown in FIG. 3A, a
substrate 11 is provided for forming an image sensor arca 12
and an electronic circuit (e.g., a CMOS device) therein/
thereon. The image sensor area 12 is formed in the substrate
11, and the gate dielectric layer 13a and multiple dielectric
layers 14 are formed above the image sensor area 12, wherein
the dielectric layers 14 for example can be made of silicon
dioxide (SiO,) or a material with low dielectric constant. The
gate dielectric layer 13a can be a material with high dielectric
constant, such as oxide (e.g., Al,O;, HfO,, ZrO,, La,0O,,
Ta,0s, TiO,, or CeO,), nitride (e.g., Si;N,), oxynitride (e.g.,
SiO,N ), carbide (e.g., SiC), silicate (e.g., ZrSi O,, HfS1,0,,
AlSi,0,), aluminate (e.g., ZrAl,O,, HfA1,O,), or a composite
layer of the foregoing materials. Compared with SiO, or a
material with low dielectric constant, the material with high
dielectric constant has higher etching selectivity. Hence, as
shown in FIG. 3B, the gate dielectric layer 13a can be used as
an etch stop layer during a process for etching the dielectric
layers 14, and a light passage 15 is formed above the image
sensor area 12 such that light can sufficiently transmit through
the light passage 15 to reach the image sensor area 12, and the
image sensor area 12 can receive more light thereby. The
dielectric layers 14 can be etched by time-mode control, so
that the etch stops at the upper surface of the gate dielectric
layer 13a to avoid damages to the image sensor area 12. Next,
referring to FIG. 3C, a passivation layer 16, a color filter layer
17, and a micro lens layer 18 are deposited and formed. As
such, the image sensor device is completed.

FIGS. 4A-4D show the second embodiment of the present
invention, wherein a gate conductive layer 135 is used as the
masking layer instead. As shown in FIG. 4A, a substrate 11 is
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provided for forming an image sensor area 12 and an elec-
tronic circuit (e.g., a CMOS device) therein/thereon. The
image sensor area 12 is formed in the substrate 11. To match
with the process for forming the electronic circuit, a gate
dielectric layer 13a, a gate conductive layer 135, and multiple
dielectric layers 14 are formed above the image sensor area
12. The gate dielectric layer 13a can be made of silicon oxide
or the above-mentioned material with high dielectric con-
stant. As shown in FIG. 4B, the gate dielectric layer 136
serves as an etch stop layer during a process for etching the
dielectric layers 14, and a light passage 15 is formed above the
image sensor area 12 such that light can sufficiently transmit
through the light passage 15 to reach the image sensor area 12,
and the image sensor area 12 can receive more light thereby.
Next, as shown in FIG. 4C, the gate conductive layer 135 is
not removed, and a first light-transmissible layer 194 and a
reflective layer 195 are sequentially deposited, wherein the
light-transmissible layer 19a for example can be made of a
non-metal material, and the reflective layer 196 can be made
of'a metal material. In addition, to protect the reflective layer
195, a second light-transmissible layer 19¢ is preferably
deposited on the reflective layer 195, wherein the second
light-transmissible layer 19¢ can be made of a non-metal
material. Thus, a Fabry-Perot resonator, a type of optical
resonator, is formed by the gate conductive layer 135 and the
reflective layer 195, wherein a resonation cavity is formed
therebetween and only light with specific frequency can
transmit therethrough. In this embodiment, the reflective
layer 196 for example can be made of at least one of the
following materials: gold, silver, titanium, tantalum, copper,
aluminum, gold carbide, silver carbide, titanium carbide, tan-
talum carbide, copper carbide, aluminum carbide, gold oxide,
silver oxide, titanium oxide, tantalum oxide, copper oxide,
aluminum oxide, gold nitride, silver nitride, titanium nitride,
tantalum nitride, copper nitride, and aluminum nitride. The
first light-transmissible layer 19a and the second light-trans-
missible layer 19¢ can be made of at least one of the following
materials: SiO,, SiO N, SiC, and Si;N,. As shown in FIG.
4D, a passivation layer 16, a color filter layer 17, and a micro
lens layer 18 are subsequently deposited on the optical reso-
nator. As such, the image sensor device is completed.

FIGS. 5A-5D show the third embodiment of the present
invention, wherein an optical resonator is additionally formed
above the masking layer. As shown in FIG. 5A, a substrate 11
is provided for forming an image sensor area 12 and an
electronic circuit (e.g., a CMOS device) therein/thereon. The
image sensor area 12 is formed in the substrate 11; agate
dielectric layer 13a, a masking layer 13¢, and multiple dielec-
tric layers 14 are formed above the image sensor area 12. The
gate dielectric layer 13a can be made of silicon oxide or the
above-mentioned material with high dielectric constant; the
masking layer 13¢ can be made of a material the same as that
of'the gate conductive layer. Or, the gate dielectric layer 13a
can be made of silicon oxide, and the masking layer 13¢ can
be made of the above-mentioned material with high dielectric
constant. In the former case, the masking layer 13¢ and a
lower metal-containing layer of the optical resonator form a
composite reflective layer; in the latter case, the masking
layer 13¢ and the gate dielectric layer 13a form a composite
light-transmissible layer. Next, referring to FIG. 5B, the
dielectric layers 14 are etched and a light passage 15 is formed
above the image sensor area 12, such that light can suffi-
ciently transmit through the light passage 15 to reach the
image sensor area 12, and the image sensor area 12 can
receive more light thereby. Next, as shown in FIG. 5C, the
masking layer 13c¢ is not removed, and a first metal-contain-
ing layer 20q, a first non-metal-containing layer 205, a second
metal-containing layer 20¢, and a second non-metal-contain-
ing layer 20d are sequentially deposited in the light passage
15. An optical resonator, e.g., a Fabry-Perot resonator, for



US 9,093,343 B2

5

filtering light with a specific frequency is thus formed. In this
embodiment, the first metal-containing layer 20a and the
second metal-containing layer 20c for example can be made
of at least one of the following materials: gold, silver, tita-
nium, tantalum, copper, aluminum, gold carbide, silver car-
bide, titanium carbide, tantalum carbide, copper carbide, alu-
minum carbide, gold oxide, silver oxide, titanium oxide,
tantalum oxide, copper oxide, aluminum oxide, gold nitride,
silver nitride, titanium nitride, tantalum nitride, copper
nitride, and aluminum nitride. The first non-metal-containing
layer 204 and the second non-metal-containing layer 20d for
example can be made of at least one of the following materi-
als: 8i0,, SiO,N,, SiC, Si;N,, and the like. As shown in FIG.
5D, a passivation layer 16, a color filter layer 17, and a micro
lens layer 18 are subsequently deposited on the optical reso-
nator. As such, the image sensor device is completed.

FIGS. 6 A-6D show the fourth embodiment of the present
invention. The structure and process of this embodiment are
similar to the third embodiment. The only difference is that an
additional third non-metal-containing layer 20e is provided
between the masking layer 13¢ and the first metal-containing
layer 20a. The third non-metal-containing layer 20e for
example can be made of at least one of the following materi-
als: SiO,, SiO,N,, SiC, Si;N,, and the like.

The present invention has been described in considerable
detail with reference to certain preferred embodiments
thereof. It should be understood that the description is for
illustrative purpose, not for limiting the scope of the present
invention. Those skilled in this art can readily conceive varia-
tions and modifications within the spirit of the present inven-
tion. As an example, the materials and number of layers
shown in each embodiment are for illustration only and can be
modified in many ways. As another example, the electronic
circuit integrated with the optical pixel is not limited to a
CMOS device and can be any other circuit or device such as
a BJT or the like. As yet another example, the masking layer
can be a material layer other than the gate dielectric layer or
the gate conductive layer, such as a sacrificial layer formed
before the gate structure is completed, or barrier layer. As still
another example, the masking layer is not limited to one
single layer and can be a composite layer. In view of the
foregoing, the spirit of the present invention should cover all
such and other modifications and variations, which should be
interpreted to fall within the scope of the following claims and
their equivalents.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for making an image sensor device, compris-
ing:

providing a substrate;

forming an image sensor area in the substrate;

forming a masking layer above the image sensor area;
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depositing a dielectric layer above the masking layer;

etching the dielectric layer until the masking layer, such

that a light passage is formed above the masking layer;
retaining at least a part of the masking layer without remov-
ing it; and

forming an optical resonator in the light passage, wherein

the optical resonator includes an upper reflective layer
and a lower reflective layer, the lower reflective layer
being formed by the masking layer.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the image sensor device
includes an optical pixel and an electronic circuit, and the
masking layer is formed during a process for forming the
electronic circuit.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the masking layer is
made of at least one of the following materials: oxide, nitride,
oxynitride, carbide, silicate, aluminate, polysilicon, and
metal.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein a middle layer is pro-
vided between the image sensor area and the masking layer,
the middle layer being made of at least one of the following
materials: oxide, nitride, oxynitride, carbide, silicate, and
aluminate.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the optical resonator is
a Fabry-Perot resonator.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of forming the
optical resonator includes:

forming a first metal-containing layer above the masking

layer;

forming a first non-metal-containing layer above the first

metal-containing layer;

forming a second metal-containing layer above the first

non-metal-containing layer; and

forming a second non-metal-containing layer above the

second metal-containing layer.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein the step of forming the
optical resonator further includes:

forming a third non-metal-containing layer between the

masking layer and the first metal-containing layer.

8. The method of claims 6, wherein each metal-containing
layer is made of at least one of the following materials: gold,
silver, titanium, tantalum, copper, aluminum, gold carbide,
silver carbide, titanium carbide, tantalum carbide, copper
carbide, aluminum carbide, gold oxide, silver oxide, titanium
oxide, tantalum oxide, copper oxide, aluminum oxide, gold
nitride, silver nitride, titanium nitride, tantalum nitride, cop-
per nitride, and aluminum nitride.

9. The method of claims 6, wherein each non-metal-con-
taining layer is made of at least one of the following materials:
oxide, nitride, oxynitride, and carbide.
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